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Classic Storytelling 


It surprises me [m writing this. 


1 was ashed to write this introduction because, 1 
presume, Ive made it known in interviews and 
to Stan himself how much I like the book. And 
Tm surprised I was asked for that very reason. 
because Tm surprised Hikethe bookat all. Or still 
like it, more to the point, and here lie my feelings 
on what I (perhaps cruelly and dismissively) сай 
‘gimmick books. 


It seems o me that Usagi was somewhat the prod- 
а али И БАЛИН, 


'80s in that when he first appeared in Albedo and 
Critters, he seemed very much suitedto the trends 
then in comics. 


"There were a lot of different books, with quirky, 
sometimes endearing characters, published Бу 
AardvarkYanahein, Fantagraphics, Kitchen Sink, 
and a lot of other less noteworthy publishers In 
retrospect, that period in comics was filled with 
а surprising degree of diversity. Superheroes vere 
the main thing then, ах they have been since the 
19604, bat at the rame time, people were tr 


new stuf Books with more ofa crime or horror 


‘or humor emphasis than wed seen since the 1850 
began appearing. This was also time when a new 
wave of storytelling reinvention vas occurring 
with Frank Mille, Matt Wagner, Alan Moore, 
and Howard Chaykin leading the way. And what 
resulted was a pleasing time of Anything Goes. 
For this reason, this wasa time of great ideas, god 
ideas, and bad ideas, and other ideas that, while 


‘good, were flawed by their own limitations. 


By this 1 mean а comic with a neat hook. This 
resulted in a few nice stories, but nothing beyond 
that. Nothing that compelled you io read issue 
after issue, Read one, read them all. Read five, 
read them all. Read twenty, read them all 
You'd see these series launch with an often large 
degree of hoopla and acclaim, and by issue our 
‘or five, ans would consider them “hot.” The frst 
couple of under-ordered issues shot up in р 
the fire would ebb, the ance 


Then, абега w 


soughtafter carly issues went back into the back- 
issue bin, And in a year the series was all but 


completely forgotten. 


At that same time of relative diversity, one of 
Cordes ET KU А у 


Маи ашыу О а 
straight humor. Some carried оп from Pago and 
were closer to satire. And some were anthropo- 
morphic books featuring serious subject matter. 
Books that depicted the adventures of characters 
who соша m 

the creators inclination were depicted as quasi 
human/animal instead. 


ie been pu 


Cutie Bunny, Omaha, Usagi Yojimbo, and the other 
series that premiered in Critters along with Usagé, 
were all ones that could have been told just as 
well using real people. The anthropomorphic 
element helped them stand apart, I guess. Like- 
wise, Usagi could have merely been the adventures 
ofa samurai. But the rabbit element helped people 
take notice. It worked. But it could have been the. 
book's undoing, too. 


lo my mind, sagi Yojimbo was a gimmick book. 


А samurai rabbit. Cool. Роги 


y and cute, but wi 


death and sword fights. It was well received, going. 
from the pages of the Critters anthology to its own 
comic. And I enjoyed it the whole time. 


But there was the lurking fear in my mind that one 
day I'd pick up an issue and feel I'd “been the 


done that,” as Ihad with a lot of ather books from 


that era. Booksthat had seemed so rich and diverse. 
were beginning to seem stale and repetitive. Black- 
and-white implosion or not, that era of comics was 
dying. The best . . . the very best lingered. Some 
are still published today 

remembered anymore. 


And as for funny animals 


apart from Usagi, 
Neil the Horse, and Cutie Bunny, all the Critters 
strips were gone, because, after a certain point, 
all the stories you could tell with those other 
characters had been told. 


So what of the little rabbit with the big sword? 
He was still being published. And I was still read- 
Е the comic. And thesameness of storylines that 
marked the beginning of the end for any book 
seemed nowhere in sight. I had long ago resigned 
И МӨР ЕНЕ Che (Er РР 


BR SE А аы АГ 
ries continued to surprise and interest me. In fact, 
as Stan has evolved аз a creator, 1 feel the stories 
havemanaged to become even better conceived. 


Which brings us to the present: many years and 
three publishers later for Usagi Yojimbo, the gim- 
mick book 


1 remember reading issue elewn's five-page 
Preamble to the story, detailing how a samurai’s 
Sword is made — and enjoying it immensely for 
the history lesson it was— while the sequence also 
‘quantified the stakes that were at hand for Usagi 
in needing to regain his lost swords. I remember 
thinking then how combining those two aspects 
ofthe narrative, while keeping it interesting, wa 
delicate balance Stan pulled off brilliantly. 


he historic aspect of Usagi is something Stan 
has never shied away from. His research ofthe era 
makes the stories feel authentic, despite the fact 


ире ay CU ET җы уы да 
But at the sametime, Stan's historic referencing is 
defily scattered throughout the book in a way that 
doesn't make itseem heavy-handed, 


Stan isn't afraid of the silent panel/sequence for 
mood or the conveying of emotional resonance. 
His storytelling and graphic abilities are such 
that he is able to veer away from dialogue and 
explanatory captioning for sequences of quiet 
nuancethat are both sophisticated and assured. 


Stan never allows himself to be too clever. His 
storytelling is simple at the same time. Panel 
layouts are never so flashy as to detract from the 
story. Captions are never in first or second рег- 
son, meaning that peoples actions are defined 
through thought that. teresting, 
than the compelling characters themselves. 


And, oh, what characters! Usagi: his lost love 
Kinuko the stray dog ronin Inukai: the even 
more mysterious Jel; and the brash, beloved Gen. 


UTE SC И 
Usagi, all with different driving motivations and. 
inner demons that make them stand apart from. 
‘our central character and make them unique to 
themselves. 


1 guess ultimately that’s what makes this book. 
Not the fact that it’s anthropomorphic with a 
the beall and end-all, I doubt the book would 
have lasted a year. No, the book is masterfully 
written. Always fresh, with compelling characters 
and with a sense of authenticity. And the plots 
keep coming. Just when you fear you've seen itall, 
Stan comes up with some new twi: 
themes or avenue of experience for Usagi, and. 
were on unfamiliar, fresh ground. The book 

well-crafted, imaginative storytelling. 


al character that a rabbit. If that had been 


Classic storytelling. 
Hmm. Maybe that was ће gimmick to begin with. 


James ROBINSON 


INS 
SRS 


ER 
CONTENTS 
THE Music or HEAVEN. 9 
"THE GAMBLER, THE WIDOW, AND THE RONIN 27 
SLAVERS 47 
DAISHO PART ONE 89 
MONGRELS 10 
DAISHO PART TWO 117 
RUNAWAYS. 145 
NATURE OF THE VIPER 193 
Story NOTES 200 
CovER GALLERY 205 


а 213 


yat 


FOR THE FRIDAY LUNCH GROUP— 

Sam CORNELL, Don DOUGHERTY, BOB FOSTER, 
1010 Norman, Вил, RILING, SCOTT SHAW!, 
AND, OF COURSE, LISA—THANKS FOR 
YOUR FRIENDSHIP AND SUPPORT, 


Па 
OF MORTALS 


WHAT OTHER 
KNB TS MERE 


PTE USE EET INE: 

= ERE GE SS 

poc ES ср фа LET EA. 
Я m чау зае Дд 


PENE 
INO 


8 


Ла 
а 
Messe 
BEAT A 


АТ LEAST SHUBO was, er 
F APLINED == SAVING SH [eg 


T 


(CURSE THAT ниво У] 


ЧАС" 


ве! 


BUT THE ONE WHO ENGINEERED | 
тне PISHT- WAO MURDERED МУ HUSBAND 
Wit ONE DAY КЕСЕ! E 


WONDEREULN, Kuve! 
WAS Nice 
24 


КЬ 
AGAM. 


К 
дЧ А бид 
Mor 


END 


ри 7759 
5 => 
ir им. 


Ay 


Ф, Ч ТА 
А АЛЫ fi 
Ae y 
Ще 
PANE o's WAS 
SS ae 
N 


HEES A BAND SE PROTES CED bY CANNEL? ERS 
: ааа 
1) 


"NE рент SUESTION WHEN HEY, 
Е Kcr WE 
Lac yos 


пиво, ЛЭ NY Remo umor me N /, zu vo WHAT CE is presse, N 
y IM CR РА 

E e аа 
Ез 


€ AER HE 
een 
SEE а 


um an OFICIAL: | 
E ENERE AMO 


A P aegu euo ЦД 

Я | неме аа 95, me J| 
eu € Кайы 
A AND 


N 
III 
= 


SMA 
For ЭД а? O O 


usb 
итне жеге, 人 


РА 


ТОН |S THE ска 
np n 


ABL SPU, Рао REDE BEEN ERE, — 
AR BERN ORTE ст. Е RAPS 
ТО MAT GUY! 


Ч کے‎ nessen MOOT 


ба 


E 
YES, 
C: 
y 


mos 
e е) IA 
£ 


«D Qm »] 


(2955 шэн? 


\ 


2 
WELL, HEADMAN Ñ 
ETE 
YOU Sew THE 
а 


Е 


WELL конт У 
ANG REN Te 
E GENERAL 
Сан 


> > 


Ж 


THE NEXT TOWN, AS 
She Sane BEANO 
(GOTTEN LOOSE. 


зА 


a 
Ї Г 


| 


ШЕТ) 


EN 
ЈЕМЕНУ, 
ВЭЭ 
MS 
DP 
S 


5 4 

E 
ка 
3: Z же ле 
d 


144444444//////; 


# 


84 


85 


BUT PLAIN IRON MAKES FOOR WEAPONS. | ГА nuse Ри IS pue, AND ALTERNATE BEDS 
THEY BEND ON IMPACT AND DO NOT HOLD | | Or IRON One ARD CHARCOAL ARE 

MEIR рес. CARBON MUST BE ADDED TO Te He MOLE 

МА ES CHARCOAL 15. (ААС 


ОРЕМЕЪ пе ат РАНО аса ов. мок: 

THE Pit IS COVERED WITH DIRT AND CLAY. | | METABORERS PUMP The вещ ows. 

THEN A FREIS STARTED IN TWE PIT RET CEED THE FIERY DRAGON LYING 

БЕНОМ 10 BEGIN THE MELTING Process. | | BENEATH THE SURFACE. 
> 


CREATING А SWORD IS A LL PIECES or STEEL | | soon THE BITS ОГ METAL 
ARE PUED TOGETHER < 


HAMMERING ALSO ELONGATES THE BAR. THEN, IT CAN BE FOLDED BACK ON ITSELF TO ITS 
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AFTER THE BLADE. © SIGNED, IT IS SENT 
AO A POLISHER FOR PINAL SHAPING AND TO 
CORREET ANY IMPERFECTIONS. 
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Story Notes 


Тне Music ов HEAVEN 

or хє unusual sights in feudal Japan 
would bethe komuso—the monks ofemptiness— 
of the Fakeshu, a sect of Zen Buddhism. The 
“origins ofthe komuso are semethingof a mystery, 
though they can trace their start to wandering 
priests ln 


of the n 


hina and Southeast Asia. 


Thetradtionaldressoftheknmusowasadarkblcor 
black kimono, a kesa worn over the left shoulder,and 
a tengai basket hat that entirely covered the head. 
"The tengui symbolized the oruso' detachment 
from life and was made of tightly woven reeds 
everywhere except in front of the сув so that the 
‘wearer could see the world but not beseen by it 


During the Tokugawa shogunate (1603-1858), 
the domino were given official protection fromthe 
government, and in return they became spiesand 
informers for the oppressive regime. In addition, 
via tay for свела вод bandits to adopt the 
disguise of the komuso for their own purposes, and 
the sect was soon looked upon with suspicion. 


"The Fuke sect was dissolved during the Meiji 
Restoration (1868-1912), but its traditions have 
been revived in recent years 


"The primary discipline of the lamuso was the play- 
ing of the shakuhaci, an end-blown bamboo ute 
that came to Japan from China in the late sixth 

elancholy sounds 
‘echo the Japanese feelings ofthe Neetingness offi, 


century. It is thought that its 


Besides being a musical instrument, the shakuhachi 
could als be used as a club. True, the Допиво did 
carry a sword, butt was keptin a cloth bag tied with 
two cords symbolizing the principles of yin and 
yang, the dual forces of the universe Drawing the 
‘sword ants use were complicated by rituals that at 
times male the shakuhachithe preferred weapon. 


Разно 
According to legend, the fist true samurai sword 
was created by the swordsmith Amakuni in Hoki 


Fu 


Y ан, sense, N| NZ a wearon? MONA OSH N 
MESES 
С 
У 
В A гы сеа EN es 


had been based upon the straight, double-edged 
Chinese design, but many of these tended to break 
during battle. Amakuni designed а new blade with 
a single edge and a slight curve. Following the 

npaign in which thenew design was used for the 
first time, Amakuni was rewarded by the emperor. 
because not a single one of his swords had broken. 


From Hoki Province came five major schools 
of sword-making: 
Soshu, and Mino. By 1500 a-». 
had subdivided into hundreds, each led by a 
master who greedily guarded his own secrets 
and cautiously passed them down to a son or 
apprentice. However, with the fall of the samurai, 

ва by 
the eighteenth century many were reduced to 
making pots and pans rather than weapons. As a 
result, many of the secrets of the craft have been 
lost over the centuries. 


Bizen. Yamashiro, Yamato. 


these five schools 


the swords 


aithis also went into decline, 


Му most valuable reference was Introduction to 
Japanese Swords Бу W. M. Hawley. It is a twenty- 
page booklet, but loaded with information for 
the cellector. A National Geographic special titled 
Living Treasures of Japan" included a segment 
about a swordsmith at work and was the basis for 
much ef the imagery on pages 90-91. The Dawns 
of Tradition, published by Nissan Motor Co, not. 


only had a section on sword-making, but also 


A 


The November 1994 issue of Delta Airlines" Sky 
magazine included an article on Nagoya, Japan 


а center for traditional sword-making today. The 
children's book The Sign of the Chrysanthemum 
by Katherine Paterson was short on the process 
of sword. making, but gave me insights into the 


опе. Other references the manga 
Musashi; the Gekiga King series #224; Stephen 
Turnbull's Samurai Warriors: Arms and Armor of 
the Samurai by Bottomley and Hopson; Japanese 
Arms and Armor by Crown Publishers: The Sword 
of the Samurai Бу 

of Science News with the article "Cutting Curves и 
Samurai Swords.” 


‘and an issue 


о Parulski, ЈЕ 


روود 


RUNAWAYS 
“Where do you get your ideas?” is the question 
most frequently asked of any cartoonist. 


Tm an Audrey Hepburn fan and have been ever 
since 1 saw her as Holly Golightly in Breakfast at 
Tiffany's. M you've never seen Charade, go out and 
rent it now. The same goes for Wait Until Dark, 
Sabrina. Funny Face, and The Nun's Story. Seeing 
her opposite Sean Conneryin Robin and Marian 
wonderful. She is the only thing worth watching 
in My Fair Lady (I prefer Pygmalion). 


ae was totally USCIS as НА ЕРИ Бүс санх ЈП" 
Green Mansions, but there is one scen 
she's climbing a tree, then turns, and gives the 
camera “the look.” That is, forme, one of the most 


where 


electrifying split-seconds in cine 


а history. 


Her work in films earned her my admiration, but 
her work with UNICEF, after she retired, earned 
her my respect. 


It was New Year's Day 1994 when one of the local 
independent ТУ stations ran Roman Holiday, 
Ms. Hepburn' first starring role—and one for 
which she received an Oscar—playing a р 
who, yearning for а normal life, runs away from 
the palace only to meet up with a photographer. 
That got me tothinking: what if Usagi were with a 
runaway princess? 


АЕ eee a ey MEDIEN Ea ur је 
story underwent a lot of rewrites until it bore 

most nothing in common with the inspiration. 
For one thing, Audrey Hepburn was never chased 
by a horde of ninja—but then, Usagi was 
chased by Gregory Peck. 


‘The Tanabata Matsuri, celebrated on July 7, was 
опе of the gosekku, or “five great festivals." It was 
first observed as a nationalevent in 755 A-D. 


The festival was based on a Chinese legend about 
the stars Vega (Shokujo) and Altair (Kengyu) 

n the Lyra and Aquila constellations. Shokujo 
was an accomplished weaver and daughter ог 
а celestial king. She met Kengyu, a herder, by 
chance, and they fell in love and married, much to 
the displeasure of Shokujos father. They were so 


(= TESSA TE E 


i ошоопобв у 


rov. 


mac mn love tuat Snosujo negieccen har wearing] 
and Kengyu his herds, so the king separated 
them by running the Milky Way (Amanogawa: 
“River of Heaven Magpies are 
sympathetic to their sadness, and once a year they 
stretch out their wings to form a bridge across 
Amanogawa, enabling the lovers to meet. If the 
night is rainy, however, the river will flood, the. 
birds cannot form their bridge. and the lovers 
must wait another year. 


between them 


At Festival time, everyone prays for good weather. 

Special foods and sweets are prepared. Bamboo 

branches are set up in front ofhouses and shrines, 
nd decorated with ranzaku (paper strips. 

love poems arewritten) fukinagashi (colored strips 

representing weaving), (suru Cranes representing 

long life), ami (nets for good fishing, hunting, 


CN и А Фары 
again representing weaving), kinchaku (money 
pouches), paper stars, and other ornaments. At 
the Tanabata-odorí, or folk dance, people move in 
circles to the beat of drums. 


This is traditionally a girls’ festival, and young 
girls believe that if they observe Tanabata ear- 
nestly. they will not only be granted a wonderful 
love life, but also gain skil d 
sewing. In ancient times, there was no ready-to- 


in weaving a 


wear, widely available 
each household made clothes for the entire family. 
Mothers and daughters spent с: 

king great pride in their skill. 


ig. and the women of 


h си 


sewing, 


‘Today the most spectacular Tanabata celebrations 
are held in the city of Sendai on August 6-8, in 


E 7 
22 


keeping with the. 
is in the northern part of the main island of 
Honshu in what was once Mutsu Province, 


Resides the doz 
1 went to the following 
specifically for the Tanabata Matsuri: Festi 
of Japan and A Look into Japan, both publi 
by the Japan Travel Bureau; Matsuri: Festival by 
N. Araki and J. Horil, which covers five major 
festivals 


ка 


detail; Quaint Customs and Мат 
ners of Japan by Mock Joya, which is а nifty book 
covering miscellaneous information about Japa- 
nese life; and Dictionary of Japanese Culture by S. 
Kojima and С. Crane, But my greatest resource 
was my mother, Teruko Sakai, who patiently 
answered all my questions, even those 1 hac пог 
thought to ask. 


A takoyaki, which Usagi and Kinuko snack on ас 
the festival, is an octopus dumpling. It is usually 
sold at street stands, and consists of wheat flour, 
of octopus (ako, green onions, chopped 
cabbage, dried fish flakes, and ginger. Itis dipped 
in a spicy sauce and eaten hot, 


димен! makesa reference to "Enma's Hell." Enma 
(or Emma) is the king of Hades and the judge of 
the desd. His origins probably lie in India and 
surface in Japan along with Buddhism, Lafcadio 

in his book 


Hosen describes an image of Enma, 


Glimpses of Unfamiliar Japan, аз "a goblin shape 
with immense cavernous eyes. His mouth iswidely 
ореп ав if speaking in wrath, and his brows frown 
terribly. A long red beard descends upon his red 
breast. And on his head is a strangely shaped 
crown, a crown of black and gold, having three 
singular lobes . . . below it, upon the deep gold- 
rimmed black band, flames the mystic character 
signifying king” 


kiku, ос chrysanthemum, wh ko 
so admires, is the national flower of Japan. It 
symbolizes peace, nobility, and long life, and 
is the emblem of the Imperial Court. There аге 
more than five thousand varieties with differ- 
ent blossoming seasons, but the enes flowering 
in the autumn are the most popular. They can 
be divided into two types: those having a few 
large flowers, and those with hundreds of small 
blossoms. The latter are used for making kiku- 
ningo or chrysanthemum dolls. Kiku-ningyo are 


living plants trained to form a life-size "doll" 
with blossoms of different colors used to create 
gorgeous costumes. They usually depict historical 
Scenes and figures. These dolls are generally 
exhibited in autumn, particularly around early 
November, when the blossems are at their best. 


јело №. 
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of Mirage Publishing's 
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BIOGRAPHY 


Stan Sakai 


‘Stan Sakai in Segia, Spain, November 2004. Photo by Sharon Sakai 


Stan Sakai was born in Kyoto, Japan, grew up in Hawaii and nowlivesin California 
with his wife, Sharon, andtwo children, Hannah and Matthew, He received Fine 
Aris degree from the University of Hawaii and furthered his studies at Ап Center 
Collegeof Design in Pasadena, California. 


His creation, Usagi Yojimbo, first appeared in comics in 1984. Since then, Usagi 

s been on television asa guest of th 
been made into toys, seen on clothing, and featured in a series of graphic novel 
collections. 


"Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles and has 


In 1991, Stan created Spece Usagi, a series dealing with samurai in a faturistic 
setting featuring the adventures ofa descendant of the original Usagi. 


Stan ано an award-winning letterer for his work on Sergio Aragon 
"Spider Man" Sunday newspaper strips, and Usagi Yojimbo. 


Groo, the 


Stan isa recipient of a Parents’ Choice Award, an Inkpat Award, an American 
Library Associaton Award, a Harvey Award, four Spanish Hastur Awards, and 
several Eisner Awards, In 2003 he received the prestigious National Cartoonists 
Society Award inthe Comic Rook vision. 
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А samurai’s sword is more than 
his weapon — it is his soul, As such, 
he must prove himself worthy of 
possessing a dalsho, а matched раје 
of swords. 
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has more than earned. his swords. 
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